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importance of giving researchers 
the freedom to follow their curiosity, 
without being overburdened 
with administrative tasks and 
job insecurity. “She has done a 
lot for research and education in 
the region which she governs,” 
said one CNRS researcher who 
requested anonymity, continuing:  
“I will certainly vote for her from  
the first round on.”
Sarkozy has also made his 
positions clear, giving a talk to 
researchers at the new SOLEIL 
synchrotron at Saclay on January 
18.  He called for more strategic 
focus in research, for more 
efficient evaluation of the projects 
carried out, and for companies 
to play a bigger role in bringing 
French research forward. 
Sarkozy said that he was going 
to increase public spending on 
research by a quarter, implying 
an extra sum of 4 billion euros to 
be spent by 2010. However, SLR 
spokesperson Alain Trautmann 
and board member Henri Audier 
were quick to pick this promise 
apart. Not only was this increase 
already included in the “pact for 
research” agreed by the current 
government. Worse still, nearly 
half of the 4 billion bounty was 
never going to arrive at the publicly 
funded laboratories, according to 
the SLR’s analysis. Instead it was 
earmarked for tax relief and project 
grants for private companies which 
engage in research. 
Research evaluation is another 
hotly debated issue between 
Sarkozy’s camp and the SLR. 
The candidate calls for more 
control over research projects 
and for funding measured by 
their immediate benefit, while 
SLR upholds the principles of 
the freedom of curiosity-driven 
research, where benefits cannot 
always be planned or anticipated.  
Both candidates appear to 
be tiptoeing around one of the 
biggest issues awaiting the 
research policy of any future 
government, namely the reform  
of the CNRS. Founded by 
De Gaulle, neglected by 
Pompidou, and converted into 
a double- headed bureaucratic 
monster by Mitterand, as one 
of the organisation’s senior 
researchers, Alain Mauger, 
laments in Le Monde, the CNRS 
must change its structures to be 
able to compete in today’s world. 
So far, the current government 
has steered a course which many 
see as a gradual destruction of 
the CNRS, beginning with the 
transferral of funding streams 
to the new agency, ANR. 
Researchers fear that Sarkozy 
might dissolve the organisation 
completely and replace it with 
more dynamic mechanisms of 
distributing research funding.
The London stage of the 
election ‘tour’ saw Nicolas 
Sarkozy confidently in the lead. 
However, a lot of things can 
happen in two months, and 
grass-roots grumbling can have a 
significant impact, as the history 
of the SLR movement shows. It 
remains to be seen who will be 
in the lead when the competitors 
reach the final stage. And  
whether science will ultimately  
win or lose. 
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at Oxford. He can be contacted via his 
web page at www.michaelgross.co.ukSir Richard Branson, founder of 
Virgin Atlantic Airlines and several 
other businesses, has set up a 
prize of $25 million for scientists 
to devise a way of absorbing 
carbon dioxide released into the 
atmosphere.
The Virgin Earth Challenge, 
launched last month, offers the 
reward for the invention that most 
successfully removes significant 
quantities of carbon dioxide 
over a period of 10 years without 
harming the environment.
Branson was asked at the 
launch in London how he could 
justify such a prize when he owns 
an airline. “Let’s confront the 
airline question,” he said. “I have 
an airline. I can afford to ground 
that airline today. My family have 
got businesses in mobile phones 
and other businesses, but if we do 
ground that airline today, British 
Airways will just take up the 
space. So what we are doing is 
making sure we acquire the most 
carbon-dioxide friendly planes. 
We’re making sure that 100 per 
cent of the profits we make from 
transportation businesses are put 
back into things like the prize.”
Flanked by Al Gore, the former 
US vice president and champion 
of the need for measures to tackle 
climate change, he said he was 
offering the biggest scientific prize 
A new prize aims to boost 
technological efforts to mop up 
greenhouse gas emissions. Nigel 
Williams reports.
Greenhouse gas 
challengein history to stimulate interest 
in the technology of capturing 
and storing millions of tonnes of 
man-made carbon dioxide, the 
principal greenhouse gas.
The five-man judging panel will 
also include James Lovelock, 
the inventor of the Gaia theory, 
Jim Hansen, a leading US 
climatologist, Tim Flannery, an 
Australian zoologist, and Sir 
Crispin Tickell, the former UK 
ambassador to the UN.
If the judges believe a project 
should win, Branson will pay 
$5 million at the time of their 
decision and $20 million at the 
end of 10 years, if the goals are 
achieved. He said he had no idea 
whether the prize would ever be 
won but that unless we could 
devise a way of curbing carbon 
dioxide levels we faced a major 
extinction of life.
“We will lose half of all species 
on Earth, including the polar bear 
and the walrus, we will lose the 
coral reefs, including the Great 
Barrier Reef, 100 million people 
will be displaced due to rising 
sea levels, farmlands will become 
deserts, rainforests wastelands,” 
Branson said.
Branson’s comments come 
amidst increasingly stark warnings 
from the Intergovernmental 
panel on Climate Change, 
whose report this year will form 
the basis of negotiations to 
control greenhouse gases at a 
governmental level.
Gore said the prize should not 
deflect from other attempts at 
curbing emissions. “It should not 
be seen as a substitute for, or 
distraction from, the main aim, 
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carbon dioxide,” he said.
“We are now facing a planetary 
emergency and things that would 
not have been considered in the 
past ought now to be considered,” 
he said.
Tony Juniper, director of Friends 
of the Earth, welcomed the 
initiative but warned that more 
should be done to encourage 
more environmentally friendly 
forms of travel. “Many of the 
ways of tackling climate change, 
such as energy efficiency and 
renewables, already exist, and 
it is essential that these are 
implemented as soon as possible. 
We cannot wait for futuristic 
solutions which may never 
materialise,” he said.
“Sir Richard must look at 
his business activities and 
the contribution they make to 
climate change. The world will 
find it very difficult to tackle 
climate change if air travel 
continues to expand.”Announcement of Branson’s 
prize came just ahead of growing 
US concern about global warming, 
following mid-term elections 
which saw Democrats taking 
control of both the Senate and 
House of Representatives.
A Capitol Hill meeting included 
representatives from the G8 group 
of industrialised nations plus 
China, India, South Africa, Brazil 
and the European Union. “The 
debate is over,” said Senator John 
McCain. “Now the question is 
what do we do?” 
McCain said the push to reduce 
the greenhouse gas emissions 
that spur global climate change 
was a national security issue, and 
that voluntary efforts to limit those 
emissions from vehicles, power 
plants and other human sources 
“will not change the status quo”.
McCain and Senator Joseph 
Lieberman have pushed 
legislation that would set limits on 
the emission of greenhouse gases 
and allow carbon trading between those exceeding limits and those 
under the limit.
“I want to make a prediction, 
which is that the Congress of 
the United States will enact 
a nationwide law mandating 
substantial reductions in 
greenhouse gases before the end 
of Congress or early in the next,” 
Lieberman said.
World Bank president Paul 
Wolfowitz called on countries 
to agree on a post-Kyoto global 
regulatory framework for reducing 
carbon emissions that does not 
punish the poor.
“We cannot penalize countries 
escaping from poverty for what 
is the result of a fossil-fuel-
dependent growth pattern in rich 
countries,” he told delegates at a 
dinner hosted by the World Bank.
Richard Branson said 
leadership and sacrifice were 
required to tackle global warming, 
but credited the US for growing 
markets for renewable energy and 
green technologies.
